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Emotions emerge before words. From the earliest months of life, children express pleasure, 
distress, interest, and fear through gaze, vocalizations, posture, and behavior, well before 
they can label these experiences verbally. Over early development, and later through 
language acquisition, children gradually learn to organize initially undifferentiated 
emotional experiences into states that can be recognized and, consequently, 
communicated, shared, and regulated. This ability is part of emotional competence, which 
also includes awareness of one’s own emotional states, knowledge and use of emotion 
vocabulary, empathy toward others’ emotional experiences, and the regulation of 
unpleasant emotional states (Saarni, 1999). 

The process of emotional literacy, through which children progressively become 
emotionally competent, begins very early in life. Face-to-face interactions within early 
affective relationships provide a privileged context in which attuned emotional expressions 
between child and caregiver become a channel for communication and emotional sharing. 
Before children can say “I am scared”, their caregiver interprets and mirrors their signals 
nonverbally, helping them modulate emotional arousal. Within this process of co-regulation 
(Lavelli, 2007), a sensitive adult also gives words to the child’s emotional state: “That noise 
frightened you”; “You are angry because the game is over.” In doing so, the caregiver 
validates the child’s internal experience and supports the exploration and understanding of 
what the child is feeling. Through these exchanges, each partner participates in the other’s 
emotional state, creating a shared intermental space, commonly referred to as 
intersubjectivity, which represents one of the earliest forms of communication and 
emotional sharing. In this way, children gradually learn to connect bodily signals, situations, 
and words, and to understand that internal states can be recognized, tolerated, and 
transformed into shared meanings that can be co-regulated with caregiver support. 

Emotional sharing becomes increasingly complex during the second and third years of life, 
as children begin to speak. In everyday conversations, including those concerning 
emotionally salient autobiographical events (Fivush & Salmon, 2023), children and adults 
co-construct narratives in which emotions are discussed and emotion words are linked to 
expressive cues, situations, causes, and consequences. Questions such as “You seem 
disappointed—is that how you feel?”, “What makes you feel happy?”, or “Can you tell me 
how you feel?” help children expand their emotional vocabulary and deepen their 
understanding of emotions. More importantly, such conversations support the capacity to 
mentalize emotions—that is, to represent emotional states mentally and make them an 
object of reflection. Emotional mentalization, or meta-emotional reflection—the ability to 



	

	

reflect on emotions and on one’s own functioning while experiencing them—paves the way 
for increasingly autonomous and adaptive emotion regulation, which is fundamental to 
psychological well-being and mental health across development. 

It is in this sense that emotional literacy can be regarded as an important precursor of 
psychological health and well-being. Saying “I feel bad” provides only limited information 
and does little to clarify what is actually happening. By contrast, distinguishing among 
frustration, shame, loneliness, and disappointment makes it possible to formulate more 
precise hypotheses about the meaning of an experience, the factors that gave rise to it, 
and the type of response that may be helpful. Frustration, for example, may arise from 
encountering an obstacle; loneliness may signal a need for connection; shame may reflect 
fear of being judged; and disappointment may stem from an unmet expectation. Naming 
emotional experiences therefore helps individuals understand what is happening and, in 
turn, supports more adaptive choices about how to respond. Emotion regulation also 
benefits from this process. Neuroscientific studies have shown that when individuals are 
asked to label an emotion—a process known as affect labeling—amygdala activation, 
associated with the intensity of emotional arousal, is reduced through the engagement of 
prefrontal regions involved in reflective processing (Lieberman et al., 2007). 

The ability to recognize, understand, and label emotions not only promotes individual well-
being but also contributes to social competence by providing tools for interpreting others’ 
behavior, communicating needs, managing conflict, and responding more empathically in 
relationships. A substantial body of empirical evidence supports the close association 
between emotional competence, peer acceptance, and school adjustment (Izard et al., 
2001; Voltmer & von Salisch, 2017). 

Within this process of emotional literacy, emotionally meaningful places—places of the 
heart—can play a central role. The richness of the somatosensory experiences associated 
with inhabiting a place is closely intertwined with the variety of emotional nuances that the 
place evokes. Places that elicit emotion can therefore become powerful opportunities for 
knowledge and self-understanding, helping to transform an initially indistinct perception 
into an experience that can be thought about and narrated. This is the invitation at the 
heart of the “Seeker of Wonder” (Cercatore dell’Incanto): not simply to say that one likes a 
place, but to identify the specific emotional quality it evokes and attempt to put that 
experience into words. Language cannot fully capture what we feel, but it allows us to 
approach emotional experience, represent it mentally, share it with others, and preserve a 
trace of it over time. Emotional literacy has its origins in early significant relationships, but 
it continues to develop throughout life: every new word, especially when shared with 
others, can refine our capacity to understand ourselves, connect with others, and, through 
these encounters, regulate our emotions more effectively. 
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